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Executive Summary

San Francisco's public schools are at a critical juncture, facing compounding challenges that affect
students, educators, and schools. As San Francisco Unified School District (SFUSD) navigates a severe
budget crisis, schools continue to grapple with staffing shortages, inequitable academic outcomes,
and increasing student needs. Despite these obstacles, resilient school leaders and educators remain
deeply committed to their students and school communities.

The San Francisco Education Fund (SF Ed Fund) is uniquely positioned to assess the realities of

San Francisco’s highest-benefit* schools due to its deep, embedded relationships within school
communities. To this end, we set out to gather and share insights and perspectives of a slice of SFUSD
school personnel weathering the current complexities. While existing reports on the state of large
urban public school districts often focus on broad statistical trends, this report prioritizes the lived
experiences of educators and students in San Francisco's highest-benefit schools, providing a more
nuanced understanding of the challenges they face.

Overall, we heard that there is an urgent need for immediate interventions in the midst of the budget
crisis. This includes:

o Flexibility for individual schools to support student sense of belonging within
their own communities

o Prioritizing solutions that strengthen academic outcomes

o Creative thinking around staffing to provide and retain essential personnel at each school

Our hope is that this information will illustrate the most pressing issues facing many SFUSD
schools, shine light on bright spots, and give the broader community ideas to contribute to
improved outcomes for our highest-benefit SFUSD students.



The SF Ed Fund's programs reach every school in SFUSD, which serves approximately 49,000
students. Our primary focus is supporting 46 of the district’'s highest-benefit schools, which the
SF Ed Fund refers to as its Priority Schools.* These schools serve students with the most urgent
needs, making them particularly vulnerable as SFUSD faces a historic $113M budget deficit and
will eliminate over 500 staff positions before the 2025-26 school year.

*This report will use the terms highest-benefit schools and Priority Schools interchangeably.
Highest-benefit schools are defined as having 50%+ low-income students and 50%+ students
not yet meeting literacy standards. Students attending Priority Schools are referred to in this
report as highest-benefit students.

This report is based on survey data from 23 of the SF Ed Fund'’s 46 Priority Schools, as well as
conversations with 22 school leaders (including principals, assistant principals, and community
school coordinators) from 17 Priority Schools (elementary, middle and high schools). During
these in-depth conversations, we asked school leaders three questions:

1) What is a success or highlight happening at your school right now?

2) What has been particularly challenging?

3) What are the top three initiatives most important for your school to fund?

In addition to qualitative and quantitative input from school leaders, this report draws from SFUSD
data, SFUSD’s Panorama Student Survey, and research from The New Teacher Project (TNTP),

the Learning Policy Institute, and the National Student Support Accelerator (NSSA) to
contextualize findings.



What We Learned

School Leaders Elevate Three Themes
of a Thriving School Community

In every conversation, SFUSD school leaders elevated three themes as integral for their school communities
to thrive: high rates of students’ sense of belonging; high quality academic practices and effective academic
programs; and the ability to hire and retain talent.

Theme 1. Theme 2: Theme 3:
StudentSense Equitable Academic The Need
of Belonging Outcomes for Talent

Theme 1:

Student Sense of Belonging

Our school leaders recognize that students are not just at school to learn to write and solve math problems;
they arrive each day with complex and individual needs. These schools foster environments where young
people are seen as whole individuals, not just as learners or members of a group. “Belonging—the experience
of being accepted and respected—is a prerequisite for learning,” states The New Teacher Project (TNTP)

in its Opportunity Makers Report. “When young people are confident that they belong in their learning
environment, they can engage more fully in learning. In schools that foster a sense of belonging, educators



prioritize understanding every student as both a person and a learner. Young people are known as unique
individuals rather than as members of groups.”

Every school leader we spoke with mentioned the importance of sense of belonging in some capacity, but
we learned that what “sense of belonging” looks like often varies widely from school to school.

When asked to define sense of belonging, every response was unique—underscoring that belonging
should not be a rigid, one-size-fits-all concept. Instead, it should reflect the needs, values, and culture of
each school community. Some schools emphasized trusted relationships between students and adults,
while others highlighted student engagement, positive behaviors, and participation in school activities.
Responses included:

e "“When students feel that they are welcome as their authentic selves, they express feeling
safe and having trusted adults at school. They see that their caregivers and teachers are
working together.”

o “Students are able to name the adults they feel supported by, feel a sense of ownership and
engagement in their learning, and can name the connection and purpose of their learning to
their lives outside the school.”

o "“Students who feel proud to be part of the school show that pride and enthusiasm by caring for
community members and responding favorably on surveys and in attendance.”

When asked how to gauge a student’s sense of belonging, one principal shared that they look for three

key indicators: 1) student voice, or how students are contributing to conversations inside and outside the
classroom, 2) stewardship and self-accountability, including social and personal responsibility for learning
and maintaining a clean and safe school environment, and 3) students inviting, encouraging, and motivating
each other, fostering curiosity and joy. In addition, metrics such as attendance rates and responses from a
twice-a-year cultural survey also help schools assess belonging, with most teachers reporting that between
70-90% of students feel they belong at school.

As one elementary school principal reported, students who experience instability at home or struggle to
have their basic needs met tend to have a lower sense—not just of belonging—but of security, confidence,
and emotional well-being. These challenges can make it harder for them to fully engage in school, build
strong relationships, and see themselves as valued members of the community. Ensuring equitable
support, connection, and resources is key to strengthening their sense of belonging, and in turn, their
ability to thrive academically and socially.

SFUSD'’s annual Panorama Student Survey provides insight into student experiences, offering schools
valuable data to measure and inform decisions. Combined with their understanding of community needs,
schools can use this information to intentionally create environments where students feel valued and
supported. The 2023-24 Panorama Student Survey found that 59% of students responded favorably for
sense of belonging, falling short of the district target of 69%. This marks the continuation of a three-year
downward trend, affecting students across all demographics.
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Student sense of belonging is especially urgent as students navigate mental health challenges,
increasing post-pandemic and with pervasive access to smartphones. A middle school principal said,

As students face these mounting pressures, creating opportunities for connection and engagement
is more important than ever. Beyond the classroom, field trips and extracurricular activities provide
essential outlets for students to explore new environments, build relationships, and potentially foster
their sense of belonging. However, funding constraints often limit these opportunities. While these
financial challenges persist, some teachers have demonstrated creativity in organizing field trips,
ensuring that students are able to take full advantage of the unique opportunities available in

San Francisco that many locals take for granted. Buena Vista Horace Mann K-8 students recently
took a field trip to the Golden Gate Bridge—the first time many students saw the iconic site.

Schools that cultivate a strong sense of belonging not only foster a more positive climate but also may
see tangible improvements in student engagement, attendance, and even teacher retention, according
to Panorama Education. When students feel connected to their school community, they are more

likely to show up - and stay engaged. Solid student attendance, often viewed as an output and direct
reflection of sense of belonging, serves as a key indicator of a positive school environment.

At Guadalupe Elementary School, a focus on structured activities—such as a school-wide soccer
program launched in the 2023-24 school year—has yielded significant results, including improved



attendance and zero suspensions over the past year. Chronic absenteeism declined from nearly 50% in
the 2021-2022 school year to 25% in 2023-24. By integrating soccer into the school day, students have
an opportunity to engage in positive social interactions, develop leadership skills, and build a stronger
connection to their school community.

Similarly, ER Taylor Elementary School has fostered a more peaceful and positive school environment
through its values-based approach called Panda PRIDE—Proud, Responsible, Inclusive, Disciplined, and
Empathetic—which reinforces positive behavior through student recognition programs. This shift moved the
school away from a traditional Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) model, which primarily
focused on rules and expectations, toward an approach that encourages students to embody core values.

A key element is the Panda Ticket system, where students earn tickets for demonstrating these values and
redeem them at a weekly store, reinforcing positive behavior.

ER Taylor also invests in student leadership by sending students to a “four-night, five-day experience

that unites three classes from schools that differ socioeconomically, racially, and ethnically” led by the
Mosaic Project where students address “issues of difference while building self-esteem and community.”
Participating students often return with the urge to serve as peer leaders, helping mediate conflicts and
lead social-emotional learning lessons. These intentional efforts have had a tangible impact: school staff
report a noticeable decrease in behavioral incidents and disciplinary actions, and a general calmer feeling at
the school overall. With students actively engaged in fostering a positive campus culture, ER Taylor has seen
fewer playground conflicts and improved peer relationships, contributing to a healthier school environment.
The school saw a nearly 60% decrease in major office referrals from August-January when comparing this
year's data (29 referrals) to last year's data (72 referrals).

Beyond school-wide programs, one-on-one relationships between students and caring adults are making

a difference. Many schools are implementing targeted strategies to ensure students have consistent
supports throughout the day. At Denman Middle School, the Beacon Program provides two student success
advocates, each assigned to a caseload of 20 students. These advocates are building connections with
students’ families, supporting with after-school tutoring, and more. This continuity helps English Language
Learner (ELL) students and disengaged students gain confidence and skills while fostering a deep sense

of belonging. As Tricia Land, Denman'’s assistant principal, said, “It's been...a case study of what it would
mean to just have more adults on a focal group. We're saying, this is your little group, we're here to move you
through and build up skills so that you do feel like you belong and [are] successful in these places.”

Jeri Dean, principal of Dr. William L. Cobb Elementary School, shared that what makes their small and
diverse school community unique is the fact that every child is truly known and valued. According to Dean,



At Willie Brown Middle School, a smaller school environment enables staff to build meaningful
relationships with students. The school has a strong wellness team, three counselors, and Beacon staff
who are integrated into the school day, ensuring that students receive consistent support. Teachers
also go beyond the classroom, sponsoring student-led clubs that create additional touchpoints for
connection. “A kid just needs to come up with an idea and find an adult who agrees to provide a safe
space to cultivate their interests,” explained principal Malea Mouton-Fuentes. “We have a Dungeons
& Dragons club, an anime club, a chess club, a fitness club—so many spaces where kids can feel
connected to adults.”

Similarly, Denman Middle School’s Mastering Cultural Identity (MCI) program has been instrumental

in fostering belonging for Black students. A dedicated MCI teacher leads three Black affinity grade-
level classes, runs the Black Student Union (BSU), and is developing a Black Leadership Advisory class.
These programs provide both academic and social-emotional support, helping students navigate
school with confidence. However, there is growing concern about position cuts for roles like these-
ones that don't fit traditional academic categories but play a vital role in student success.

Chronic absenteeism, defined as missing 10% or more of school days, remains a significant challenge
across SFUSD. The district’s chronic absenteeism goal is 39%, but many schools report rates far
exceeding that threshold. In 2024, 20.2% of SFUSD K-8 students were chronically absent (see graph).
Schools serving highest-benefit students often experience a revolving door of enrollment, with new
students transferring in throughout the year, making it difficult to establish consistency.
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According to Malea Mouton-Fuentes, principal at Willie Brown Middle School,

“Addressing truancy is a challenge for us as it is district-wide, and every year
we identify attendance as being a major area we want to tackle. Unfortunately,
we haven’t been able to move the dial yet because students’ individual needs
range so much that it is hard to find strategies and interventions that work for

all and we don't have staff solely dedicated to work on this critical issue.”

According to the SF Ed Fund's survey to Priority Schools, 85% of school leaders indicated that they
believe issues related to poverty are the main reason why students who are chronically absent are not
attending school. Reasons include the need to care for siblings, lack of access to products such as
laundry detergent, lack of transportation, and for older students-the pressure to work and contribute
financially to their families. Other factors that school leaders believe are contributing to chronic
absenteeism in their schools include issues related to systems like foster care of custody transitions
(55%), students not feeling safe (25%), and mental health issues.

For chronically absent students, select all the reasons that you think
your students are not attending school

Transportation
Sickness

Not feeling safe

Issues related to poverty

Issues related to systems
(ex. foster)

Other

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
Source: SF Ed Fund Survey, January 2025

Food insecurity remains a persistent issue. “There are a lot of hungry bellies. We're in a food desert.
There's just not a lot of choice for kids and families to access,” noted Visitacion Valley Middle School
Principal Maya Baker. “We buy lots of snacks out of our own pockets. It's challenging or impossible to
get reimbursed for food.”

In addition to these systemic barriers, our survey data highlights disparities in students’ sense of
belonging, which can directly impact attendance and engagement. Findings revealed that students in



the Spanish Biliteracy pathway reported a significantly lower sense of belonging than those in the English
and Cantonese Biliteracy pathways. Similarly, Hispanic and Latinx students expressed a significantly lower
sense of belonging compared to their Asian and multi-racial peers. These disparities underscore the need
for culturally responsive strategies that not only address material needs but also create inclusive school
environments where all students feel valued and connected.

However, some schools have successfully implemented proactive initiatives to combat absenteeism.
Cleveland Elementary School, for instance, initially saw positive results with its targeted attendance
campaign, recognizing students who showed up consistently and rewarding improvements with prizes
and public recognition. At the start of the 2024-25 school year, the school was close to meeting its goal
of chronic absenteeism to 27%. However, attendance began to decline after Winter Break, and despite
continued efforts, the school faced a rise in absences in the second half of the year. To address this,
Cleveland Elementary also introduced a Perfect Attendance Popcorn Party at the end of each trimester
to further incentivize consistent attendance.

% of Chronically Absent Students By Grade Level
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Tenderloin Community School also reduced its chronic absenteeism rate from 68% to 38% through
a combination of parent outreach, attendance raffles, and student incentive programs.

At the high school level, SFUSD's central office is leveraging its Early Warning Indicator (EWI) system

to support schools with intention before absenteeism and other challenges escalate. By tracking key risk
factors—such as attendance, behavior, and course performance—schools can identify students who
need support earlier.
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Thurgood Marshall High School (TMHS) exemplifies this proactive approach, embedding early
intervention into its school culture. By conducting empathy interviews and early needs assessments

to identify students facing challenges before they reach a crisis, staff can quickly connect students
experiencing homelessness, housing instability, or mental health struggles to necessary services. In 2024,
TMHS secured over $20,000 in private funding to provide emergency relief funds to families who are

in urgent need. This approach shifts the focus from reactive crisis management to early intervention,
ensuring students receive support when they need it most.

A strong student sense of belonging is not just a feel-good factor—it is foundational for student success.
The insights shared by the school leaders we interviewed underscore that when students feel connected
to their school community, they are more likely to attend, engage, and thrive. However, systemic barriers
continue to challenge efforts to keep students present and engaged. Schools that have successfully
fostered belonging have done so through intentional programs, relationship-building, and culturally
responsive strategies. As SFUSD navigates an uncertain future, prioritizing investments that strengthen
student belonging will be essential to creating a school environment where all students feel valued,
supported, and ready to learn.

Theme 2:
Equitable Academic Outcomes

SFUSD continues to struggle with academic performance, particularly among students with the highest
needs. Many students enter high school without mastering foundational skills, leaving them unprepared
for rigorous coursework. Veronica Reilly, assistant principal at Buena Vista Horace Mann K-8 (BVHM),
pointed out that many newcomer students “are coming in with low or no computer skills,” making the
district’s increased reliance on online learning tools ineffective for these students. Educators also
acknowledge that systemic issues have contributed to students being passed through grade levels
without adequate intervention. According to one middle school principal,

Amanda Chui, principal of June Jordan School for Equity (JJSE), further underscored this district-
wide issue. “Many of our kids [at JJSE] are coming in with impacted academic skills often times lower
than grade level. For example, a number of our students have interrupted education, meaning that for
whatever reason, they may have not gone to school for eighth grade, but were able to matriculate and
move on into high school.”

n



San Francisco also faces a profound literacy crisis that needs immediate and continued attention. Nearly half
of K-12 students across SFUSD are not yet meeting literacy standards. According to the 2023-24 California
Assessment of Student Performance and Progress (CAASPP), 49% of San Francisco public school third
graders are not reading at grade level. The gap widens even further for third graders who are Black, Latinx,
and English Language Learners (ELLs), with just 8% of Latinx students, 19% of Black students, and 11% of ELL
students meeting standards. The California Reading Coalition’s annual findings, the CA Reading Report Card,
showed that SFUSD falls in the bottom 7% of districts for students meeting or exceeding reading standards
by third grade.

To address these challenges, SFUSD has set ambitious academic targets aligned with its Vision, Values,
Goals, and Guardrails (VVGGs), a framework designed to ensure that all students receive equitable access
to high-quality education. Among these targets are:

o Improving third-grade literacy to 70% by 2027, up from roughly 52% in October 2022, with a
particular focus on historically underserved student groups

o Increasing eighth-grade math proficiency to 65% in 2027, a significant leap from the October 2022
statistic of 42%, to better prepare students for high school and beyond

e Ensuring more students graduate college- and career-ready to 70% by 2027, as defined by the
California Department of Education, from 57.5% in June 2020

Meeting these targets requires more than just ambitious goal-setting; it demands consistency and coherence
across schools, which has historically been a challenge. For years, SFUSD has struggled with a fragmented
approach to curriculum and instruction, where schools had autonomy to select their own teaching methods
and materials. While this flexibility allowed educators to tailor instruction and school culture to their students,
it also resulted in inconsistencies in how foundational skills like literacy and math were taught, particularly for
English Language Learners (ELLs) and other historically underserved students.

Research from TNTP highlights that students in districts with clear, structured, and aligned instructional
strategies consistently outperform those in less coordinated systems. To address this, SFUSD has introduced
a district-wide science-of-reading-backed literacy curriculum called HMH—currently in its first year

of deployment—marking a shift toward standardization in early literacy instruction.

However, this shift has also surfaced tensions between what district leadership believes is necessary based
on research and what schools say they need based on daily realities. Some school leaders worry that a one-
size-fits-all approach may not account for the unique challenges of their student populations, particularly for
those facing housing instability or other barriers to learning. According to Maya Baker, principal of VVMS,
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Most school leaders we spoke with view this change positively, noting that a structured, research-backed
approach has provided greater clarity and support for both teachers and students. For example, the
emphasis on cohesion has played a critical role in supporting ELLs and improving literacy rates at schools
like Cleveland Elementary. Assistant principal Lenar Ruiz reflected on the impact of increased alignment.
“One of the things we've been focusing on in the last three or four years is cohesion and fidelity to sticking
to the curriculum.” said Ruiz. “Prior to the adoption of the other curriculum, teachers were more kind of
doing their own thing. Some grade levels were together; others weren't. But once we piloted [HMH], it
provided structure—everyone had the curriculum.” Ruiz emphasized that before this shift, previous curricula
led to fragmented implementation across classrooms. The transition to HMH, supported by instructional
coaching, has helped ensure that all students, particularly ELLs, receive consistent, high-quality instruction.
“We always remind teachers that it's hard to make changes when you don’t know something really well yet,”
Ruiz explained. “You just have to go through it.”

One solution that is yielding exceptional results is high-impact tutoring. NSSA defines high-impact literacy
tutoring as three or more sessions per week with a trained, consistent instructor using high-quality, science-
of-reading backed materials. According to NSSA research, high-impact tutoring drives more gains than
other interventions:
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According to Annie Roach, instructional coach at Bret Harte Elementary School, “We love [our tutoring
program]. It's like having an additional full-time employee whose sole job is to reinforce foundational skills in
K-2. [Our school’s tutor] is fantastic; she is multilingual, has a great rapport with the kids, and is independent
but also collaborative. She asks a lot of good questions, but also figures things out on her own.”
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High-impact tutoring is effective, but can be difficult to implement given limited capacity at schools.
“[High-impact literacy tutoring] is something that we would have never had the capacity to vet,” said
Stefanie Eldred, community schools coordinator at ER Taylor Elementary School, reflecting on the SF Ed
Fund’s role in vetting and supporting their high-impact tutoring provider. “With [SF Ed Fund's selection]
you can tell the high quality and the fact that we're going to have people here working with the kids. That
type of fundraising and program, we just wouldn’t be able to do on our own.” According to Paul Lister,
principal of Tenderloin Community School,

As SFUSD works toward its 2027 goals, bridging this gap—ensuring that consistency does not come at
the cost of responsiveness to individual school needs—will be critical to success. High-impact tutoring
and structured, research-backed curriculum reforms have already shown promise in improving outcomes,
particularly for early literacy. However, sustained investment in both academic interventions and
wraparound supports will be necessary to ensure that all students, regardless of background, receive

the resources they need to thrive.

Theme 3:
The Need for Talent

School leaders consistently emphasized the struggles they face in attracting, training, supporting, and
retaining talent. Persistent staff shortages require existing personnel to take on additional responsibilities,
leading to burnout. As Stefanie Eldred from ER Taylor said, “...Not having subs, especially for para
professionals in our SDC [Special Day] classes, [is a challenge]. People are out, and so we spend a lot of our
time doing things that are definitely our [part of our] job, but not our primary job.”

Teacher retention remains a critical issue at the national, state, and local levels with persistent shortages.
Nationally, the shortage is driven by multiple factors, including an underinvestment in the teaching
profession, resulting in low wages, large class sizes, complex workloads, and a lack of resources just to name
a few. According to the Learning Policy Institute, an estimated one in eight teaching positions across the
country are either unfilled or occupied by educators not fully certified for their assignments.

Locally, San Francisco faces unique challenges in teacher recruitment and retention due to historic pay

inequities, high living costs, and instability within SFUSD. These were the top three contributing factors that
school leaders have surmised to have led educators to leaving their schools.
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to not return to teaching
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Recent, highly publicized issues within the district like teachers reporting delayed or no salary payments
have further exacerbated the issue, making it difficult to attract and retain educators. While SFUSD
approved $9,000 salary increases for educators in the 2023-24 school year and an additional 5% raise for
the 2024-25 school year, wages still fall short for many educators in one of the country’s most expensive

cities. Many teachers are forced to leave the district—or the profession altogether—due to the financial
strain of living in San Francisco. The complex needs of students and school communities compound

the struggles teachers face and in San Francisco. Without a comprehensive strategy to address low
compensation and resourcing educators who are working with the most complex cases, SFUSD will struggle
to maintain a stable workforce.

Massive budget cuts are further undermining efforts to stabilize school staffing. At the time of this report’s
publication (April 2025), the district was moving forward with hundreds of layoffs and has frozen hiring for
new or unfilled positions, despite already understaffed schools. These cuts are part of a broader plan to
reduce nearly 10% of SFUSD'’s $1.3 billion budget by the 2025-26 school year. Schools are forced to combine
classes and increase class sizes and build their staffing plans without a clear path to hiring or compensating
essential roles such as counselors, librarians, assistant principals, and nurses. These positions are crucial for
student support, school climate, and overall academic success, yet they are often the first to be cutin times
of financial strain.

Additionally, schools feel constrained by the current financial decisions and policies dictated by the
California Department of Education to SFUSD that limit their ability to allocate resources based on their
specific needs. Dr. Vidrale Franklin, principal of Dr. Charles R. Drew College Preparatory Academy, expressed
frustration with the lack of flexibility:

“Our ability to use our funding the way that helps us as a school site has been cut. We're
kind of forced into doing things like everyone else, and we're not like everyone else. Every
school is unique and individual, and when you lump everyone together, it just creates this

assembly line feel. And that’s definitely lowered morale.” 15



This uncertainty around funding also makes long-term planning difficult, discouraging schools from investing
time into securing grants or new initiatives. An assistant middle school principal captured the challenge,
saying, “[A particular initiative might be] possible now, but might not be possible forever, so let’s not get
attached to it or build it in a way that we [could] lose it the year after. It's hard to think ahead and make plans
that will stick because everything could change...or be decimated.”

Even when schools secure funding to address critical staffing needs, state oversight sometimes prevents
them from using resources as planned. This undermines efforts to build stability. Willie Brown Middle School,
for instance, applied for and received grant funding to hire a counselor. Despite having applied for the grant
to meet their own school needs, the district required the position be shared with Denman Middle School. This
reflects a broader challenge in the district: schools are identifying their most urgent needs, working hard to
secure resources in their already limited time, and then learning they cannot allocate those funds as planned.
As Maya Baker, principal of Visitacion Valley Middle School, explained, “There is much that changes outside
of the control of school sites, and in an untimely way. Last year, my school site council had allotted our Title
One funds to cover a literacy coach and a counselor, and then the district cut coaches and counselors. We
had spent a lot of energy investing in [this process] and determining what our school needed, then we were
told we were not allowed to use it for people. We then had to fund contracts to try and meet these needs,
but the approval process was such that services didn't start until December. | would say a theme right now is,
how do we provide much needed services for our students, within the limits of district allowances?”

Cleveland Elementary School faced a similar issue, where even with funding in place, the school struggled to
hire due to bureaucratic delays and a limited candidate pool. As Principal Marlon Escobar described, “Even
if we had had the money, there wasn't any staff. We had quite a few staff members transition out, and it was
very difficult to fill those positions. We have three openings right now, and our reading intervention is still in
the classroom. We couldn't hire for our second reading interventionist, so we have no reading intervention
happening right now. The district or the state really wasn't allowing hiring of non-classroom positions, and
that delayed even simple things like opening up a position. It's been hard.”

The constant need to adjust staffing plans has been challenging for Escobar and his team, but they take pride
in their ability to maintain stability for students in a thoughtful and intentional way. “I think that’s huge right
now,” explained Escobar. “Being able to maintain stability during these times has been really important.”

Other schools are working hard to overcome similar challenges. Denman Middle School, for example, faced
significant staffing instability during the 2023-24 school year, with vacancies and emergency credentialed
hires forcing full-time teachers to step in as substitutes during their own prep periods. Assistant principal
Tricia Land described the immense strain this took on the school community, saying, “The exhaustion level
was pretty high early on last school year." Determined to stabilize the school, Denman'’s leadership team
took an aggressive approach to hiring. The principal checked for new candidates daily and the hiring team
conducted interviews from wherever they were—including while traveling abroad. Additionally, an incoming
parent of a student with an IEP helped recruit for their child’s classroom, ultimately sending in so many
resumes that the school was able to hire two teachers and several paraprofessionals from that group.
These efforts paid off and the school was able to build a more stable team. “There’s still a little bit of
tiredness once in a while,” said Land, “but not full community exhaustion that existed last year for students,
families and staff.”
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Charles R. Drew College Preparatory Academy maintained 100% of its staff members last year, a significant
improvement from its typical 25-35% annual turnover. According to Principal Franklin, this achievement is
likely attributed to Drew’s comprehensive support for educators, including two dedicated coaches, paid
professional development, and compensated planning time. The school also rebranded classified staff
(staff who are not credentialed teachers but provide trained support in the classroom) as co-educators,
offering them weekly training. This approach elevates and empowers the classified staff to take on more
responsibilities, sharing more of the workload with credentialed teachers to enhance student skills.

Another critical staffing opportunity lies in increasing representation. Schools like Malcolm X welcome
applicants who reflect their students’ lived experiences while also providing additional training and
resources to help them succeed. “We are excited to have a staff that is highly representative of our student
demographics,” says Malcolm X Principal Matt Fitzsimons.

Attracting and retaining talented educators in San Francisco schools remains a significant challenge,
influenced by factors like low pay, high living costs, and staffing shortages. These challenges are further
complicated by policies and delays that limit schools’ flexibility in using resources to meet their specific
needs. While some schools have found innovative ways to support and retain their staff, there is a clear need
for SFUSD to address these systemic issues. Improving compensation, providing more support for teachers,
and offering greater flexibility in resource allocation will be key for the district to maintain a stable and
effective workforce. By tackling these barriers, SFUSD can better support its educators and ensure that

all students have access to the quality education they deserve.

The findings from this needs assessment reaffirm the importance of student sense of belonging, access

to quality academic programs that have support equitable outcomes for our highest benefit-students,

and talent and staffing stability in school communities in SFUSD. School leaders and educators remain
deeply committed to their communities, but they need immediate and sustained support to navigate these
difficulties effectively.

Moving forward, SFUSD must balance district-wide coherence with the flexibility individual schools need to
serve their unique student populations. As mentioned above—due to a number of factors—many educators
noted that the district is not always fully attuned to the realities inside schools. Investing in proven
strategies—such as high-impact tutoring, attendance incentives, and expanded high quality professional
development—will be key to reversing negative outcomes and to driving meaningful improvements. As
SFUSD moves toward more standardized approaches to staffing and curriculum, leaders fear that while
these efforts may provide consistency, they could also overlook or disrupt the innovative and deeply rooted
practices that make each school beautiful and unique.

The district’s financial constraints make these efforts even more challenging, yet they also highlight the
need for creative staffing solutions and resource allocation. Schools must be empowered to retain essential
personnel and adapt their approaches to best support students. Addressing these issues with urgency and
intentionality will be critical to ensuring that San Francisco’s public schools remain places where students,

educators, and leaders can thrive. 17
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Voices of Our Schools Addendum

SPRING 2026

Across San Francisco Unified School District (SFUSD), educators and school leaders are telling
us the same story with growing urgency: students need to feel that they belong; schools need
stability; and educators need support to meet rising academic, social, and emotional needs in an
increasingly constrained environment.

Each year, the SF Ed Fund awards hundreds of thousands of dollars in

to educators across SFUSD. Eligible educators may apply for up to $5,000 for an
individual or classroom project, or up to $10,000 for a team or school-wide initiative. The themes
that emerged from this year’s Educator Impact Grant applications closely mirror the findings of
the SF Ed Fund’s inaugural (Spring 2025). In that report, school
leaders identified three conditions essential to thriving school communities: student sense of
belonging, equitable academic outcomes, and the ability to attract and retain talent. Those same
priorities surfaced clearly across 140 grant applications submitted by educators in the 2025-26
school year.

While Voices of Our Schools captures the lived experiences and strategic perspectives of school
leaders, these grant applications offer a more immediate, action-oriented view of educators
eager to address a specific, ongoing issue - all that's needed is the funding to make it happen.
The scale of unfunded demand underscores a critical reality: educators are ready to respond, but
resources remain limited, especially amid ongoing budget uncertainty and staffing instability.

This year, the surge in funding requests is happening in a climate of ongoing district budget
reductions. As schools navigate staffing cuts, reduced discretionary funds, and increased
uncertainty about future resources, many educators are turning to Educator Impact Grants
to sustain programs, materials, and student supports that were previously funded through
school budgets.

Taken together, this addendum reinforces what we continue to learn through our work: listening
cannot be a one-time exercise. These applications serve as an annual pulse check, offering
grounded insight into what schools need right now. For the SF Ed Fund, this ongoing listening is
essential, not only to stay connected to school realities, but to ensure our community investments
evolve alongside the needs of San Francisco’s students, educators, and schools.


https://sfedfund.org/for-schools/
https://sfedfund.org/who-we-serve
https://media.sfedfund.org/production/voices-of-our-schools-2025.pdf

At-a-Glance

+ Applications received: 140 (91 more applications than 2024-25)

« Total funding available: $200K

« Projects funded: 22 (16% of requests)

+ Total dollars requested across all applications: ~$1.14M (up from $338K in 2024-25)
« Unfunded demand remaining: $940K+

To align with the priorities outlined in our Voices of Our Schools report, we grouped this year’s
grants into three primary buckets: Sense of Belonging, Academic Outcomes, and Teacher Retention.
While many proposals address more than one focus area, for reporting purposes we assigned each
grant to the category that best reflects its primary intent and intended outcomes.

Below is the breakdown of applications by primary focus area:

« Sense of Belonging: 120
+ Academic Outcomes: 12
+ Teacher Retention: 8

An overwhelming majority of proposals centered on building belonging, reinforcing what school
leaders have consistently named as foundational: students cannot thrive academically if they do not
first feel safe, seen, and connected. Belonging was the dominant throughline across schools.

Within Sense of Belonging, educators focused on:

« Arts & Culture: 46

« Experiential Learning (Field Trips): 28
+ Wellness: 20

« Attendance: 13

« School Facilities Improvements: 13

Across categories, educators consistently centered students experiencing the greatest barriers
to connection. Again and again, proposals reflected an intentional focus on students who have
historically experienced marginalization or disconnection within school systems.
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Educators proposed a wide range of initiatives to build connections among students, families,
and staff. While the strategies varied, the throughline was clear: students must feel safe, seen,
and valued in order to thrive.

Belonging showed up in many forms. Educators proposed arts and cultural celebrations that
affirm identity and build community through creative expression. They prioritized experiential
learning, including field trips, to expand students’ worlds and strengthen peer connection.
Wellness initiatives addressed mental and emotional health, and attendance efforts worked to
remove practical barriers to showing up consistently. School facilities improvements aimed to
create welcoming spaces that signal care and dignity.

Forty-six proposals - or more than 1/3 in the Sense of Belonging category - focused on arts and
culture as powerful tools for building belonging, celebrating identity, and strengthening school
communities. Recent SFUSD budget cuts have left many schools with

, arts programming, and cultural events, pushing educators to rely on grants to keep these
school traditions alive.

« Several initiatives emphasized connection across communities. At Denman Middle School,
a social worker proposed a project to connect its middle school students with high school
mentors from neighboring Balboa High through joyful lunchtime activities. At Drew Academy,
the principal proposed Bridging Cultures to help families and staff connect across language
barriers by learning English and Spanish together.

+ At Bessie Carmichael K-8, an educator proposed a school-wide celebration for Flores de Mayo,
a festival held in the Philippines in May, to honor Filipino history and immigration through music,
dance, and the arts.

Across schools, arts initiatives served not only as celebration, but as affirmation; signaling to
students that their identities and cultures matter.

Twenty-eight applications focused on experiential learning, underscoring educators’ belief that
belonging often begins outside the classroom walls. For many students, field trips are not simply
enrichment — they are access to places, experiences, and opportunities that feel out of reach. Yet
these opportunities are becoming harder to sustain. In May 2025, the district paused its long-
running Environmental Science Center field trips for 2025-26 to save about $600,000. As a result,
educators are increasingly turning to Educator Impact Grants to preserve experiences that were
once supported through school budgets.


https://www.sfexaminer.com/news/education/sfusd-cancels-2025-26-student-field-trips-to-national-parks/article_34e247a9-a35a-42e9-a3b5-b0c8ee9dd35f.html
https://www.sfexaminer.com/news/education/sfusd-cancels-2025-26-student-field-trips-to-national-parks/article_34e247a9-a35a-42e9-a3b5-b0c8ee9dd35f.html

+ At Visitacion Valley Elementary, families often share that they feel overlooked and disconnected
from the broader Bay Area. Many students have never seen the Golden Gate Bridge or explored
nearby natural spaces due to transportation barriers. This proposal requested funding for three
family field trips, removing logistical and financial obstacles so families can experience the
region together.

+ At June Jordan School for Equity, a teacher proposed Learning by Doing, giving students
hands-on access to astronomy and marine biology. The project proposed funding a stargazing
camping trip at Pinnacles National Park and a visit to the Monterey Bay Aquarium, allowing
students to observe the night sky and explore deep-sea ecosystems firsthand.

Twenty proposals focused on wellness initiatives, helping students feel safe, seen, and
supported. At Paul Revere K-8, a school psychologist proposed purchasing supplies to create
calming classroom spaces and mindfulness opportunities to help students build self-regulation
skills, feel less isolated, and stay engaged in learning. At Rosa Parks Elementary, an instructional
coach proposed creating affinity groups and mentorship to help students who may feel
disconnected from school, particularly those from historically underserved backgrounds, so that
they can explore identity and build trusted relationships with peers and adults. Funds would
support program materials, student leadership activities, family engagement events, and a guest
speaker or cultural workshop.

Projects that focus on meeting students’ basic needs are included within the wellness
subcategory (under the Sense of Belonging bucket) because students’ physical comfort, dignity,
and health are foundational to their overall wellness and ability to thrive in school. These projects
aim to remove everyday barriers that keep students from attending or fully engaging in class,
recognizing that learning can’t happen when basic needs go unmet.

At Balboa High School, a community health outreach worker proposed strengthening the
Wellness Center so students can receive basic care, such as food, menstrual products, or
support for minor injuries, and return to class without disruption. With only minimal supply
funding today, staff sometimes must improvise, even using coffee stirrers as makeshift finger
splints, underscoring how urgently additional resources are needed.

+ At John O’Connell High School, a counselor proposed creating mini hygiene stations in
classrooms so students can quietly access essentials like snacks, bandages, or hygiene items
without missing class or feeling singled out.

At Drew Academy, a community school coordinator proposed Uniform Pride to ensure no
student misses school or feels left out because of what they're wearing. As one parent shared,
when uniforms don't fit or are worn out, children may not want to come to school, but support
would help them “walk in feeling proud like the other kids,” a feeling echoed by a student who
simply said, “I feel good when | have my uniform on.”

These proposals reflect a simple truth voiced by educators: when basic needs go unmet,
belonging suffers, and so does learning.
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Thirteen proposals focused on attendance:

+ At Guadalupe Elementary, a school social worker proposed supporting attendance by honoring
families’ time and effort. The requested funding would provide meals and grocery gift cards
tied to parent workshops and improved attendance, with the goal of helping families feel
supported and able to prioritize getting their children to school each day.

« Sheridan Elementary applied for a grant to address chronic tardiness through a targeted
program that pairs families with a mentor for daily check-ins and support. Students would earn
recognition for arriving on time, with monthly incentives to help build consistent routines.

Across proposals, attendance was framed not as a matter of compliance, but of connection,
building relationships and supports that help students feel welcomed and motivated to show
up each day.

Supporting Newcomer Students

Again and again, proposals reflected an intentional focus on students who have historically
experienced marginalization or disconnection within school systems. One group that emerged
consistently was newcomer students - those who have arrived in the United States within the
past three years and are adjusting to a new language, school system, and community, often after
interrupted formal education. At Mission High School, over 40% of students are English Language
Learners (ELLs). Not all ELLs are newcomers, but this figure is an indicator of how many students
may be adjusting to a new language and school system. Nine applications focused specifically on
strengthening connecting and stability for newcomer students.

Nearly half of Mission High students are chronically absent, often signaling deeper challenges
with connection and stability. Mission High School educators applied for a grant to help re-engage
students through relationship-centered strategies including educator-led mentorship, attendance
celebrations, home-visit care packets to strengthen family partnerships, and teacher training to
better support students most at risk of disengagement.

Similarly, a 10th grade Mission High School Newcomer Program team applied for support to
address attendance challenges among recently arrived ELLs through community-building
celebrations, targeted interventions, and an end-of-year field trip.



Supporting Black Students

Proposals also demonstrated a clear focus on strengthening belonging and affirmation for Black
students, another group educators identified as facing persistent barriers to connection and
equitable school experiences. Six proposals specifically centered strategies to ensure Black
students feel safe, supported, and seen within their school communities.

At Marshall Elementary, educators named ongoing instances of racism that were impacting school
culture and causing harm to Black students. In response, the community school coordinator applied
for support from an experienced restorative practices consultant to create a 13-week program
focused on safety, healing, and retention.

At Francisco Middle School, the Black Student Union (BSU) proposed the Leadership, Literacy &
Wellness Project to address academic stress and disconnection, while educators at Visitacion Valley
Middle School (VVMS) proposed a mentoring and support group in direct response to African
American girls’ requests for a safe, affirming space. Another VVMS proposal sought to expose Black
students to college environments and culturally significant spaces that celebrate Black identity and
strengthen belonging.

Strong schools depend on stable, supported educators. As staffing challenges persist, eight
proposals focused on investing in teacher well-being and strengthening collaboration to ensure
schools can retain experienced, committed staff.

« At Drew Academy, staff support students academically and emotionally every day, often
without time to recharge. One of their grant proposals hoped to fund a three-day retreat for
approximately 30 educators, covering transportation, lodging, meals, and facilitated team-
building and reflection sessions to strengthen collaboration, well-being, and retention.

+ An educator from Cleveland Elementary proposed the school’s first staff retreat, in which
funds would cover the venue, meals, and team-building activities to help educators reconnect
and strengthen collaboration.
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Educators proposed projects to strengthen literacy and academic confidence for students who have
fallen behind in grade-level learning.

At Mission High School, an educator proposed Level Up Literacy to support students with IEPs who
are reading far below grade level. Through intensive, research-based tutoring aligned to individual
needs, the project helps students build confidence, access grade-level content, and believe in their
ability to succeed. By providing targeted, personalized instruction, this project seeks to accelerate
reading growth, reduce skill gaps, and help students with IEPs achieve grade-level literacy,
empowering them to thrive academically and beyond.

At Paul Revere K-8, the principal proposed creating an Early Literacy Tutoring Center, a cozy,
welcoming space where young readers can build skills, confidence, and a love of reading. By
creating an adaptable space and coordinating high-dosage bilingual tutoring, the goal was to
accelerate early literacy development and strengthen family-school partnerships.

At MLK Academic Middle School, a community school coordinator proposed MLK Rising: Literacy
for All to support students entering middle school already feeling behind in reading. The grant
funds would provide a structured 12-week, high-impact intervention to improve fluency, accuracy,
and access to grade-level learning, especially for English Language Learners.

Other proposals focused on expanding hands-on STEM learning and exposure. At Buena VistaHorace

Mann K-8, students would explore anatomy through guided dissections, turning scientific curiosity into

deeper understanding and confidence in science. At Visitacion Valley Middle School, a robotics and

engineering pathway would give students opportunities to build, code, and see themselves in STEM
fields that often feel out of reach.

Across 140 applications, educators offered thoughtful, practical solutions to the daily challenges

they face when supporting students. They named barriers and designed ways around them. They

identified disconnection and built pathways toward belonging. They saw academic gaps and

proposed strategies to close them.

The demand far exceeds available funding, yet the clarity of vision is unmistakable. San Francisco

educators are not waiting for change; they are building it. Continued investment in educator-driven

solutions is not supplemental; it is essential to ensuring students feel safe, supported, and capable

of thriving in school and in their futures.



Ahout the San Francisco Education Fund

The San Francisco Education Fund (SF Ed Fund) advances equitable education by providing quality
learning programs, community support, and financial resources to students, educators and schools.
The SF Ed Fund was founded in 1979 as a response to Proposition 13 decimating funding for public
education in California, and since then we have consistently mobilized the San Francisco community
to champion equitable access to quality education for all public school students. As the first third-
party intermediary in the nation focused solely on uplifting local public school teachers, students,
and their schools, the SF Ed Fund has spent 45 years building a powerful legacy of community
engagement and quality learning.
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