
Summary of Unification Issues 
 
At the Willow Creek Academy Board meeting of August 10, 2020, the WCA representatives on 
the District’s Unification Task Force presented an update, helpfully summarizing unification 
issues under consideration by the WCA and District Boards.  Below are some additional 
thoughts on those issues. 
 

1. Process 
 

• Is the WCA Board committed to the goals below in making unification 
successful?  If so, what are the questions we should be asking and answering to 
achieve those goals?  

o Public participation, transparency:   
o Educational outcomes that preserve current successes and improve on 

current challenges, particularly for students who have been struggling 
with academic achievement:  

o An integrated, equitable, inclusive District 
o Retention of as many current families as possible, and continue 

increasing size of public school population 
o Retention of teachers/staff and equity with current unionized 

teachers/staff 
o Others? 

• If we agree on the goals of unification, is our process designed to achieve them? 
o Have we done robust and transparent outreach, including framing the 

issues clearly for our constituency;  
o How are we incorporating feedback into our decision-making in a way that 

makes people feel heard and listened to; who is not participating and 
why; who else needs to be at the table and how; 

o Do we have all the information we need to make these decisions; 
o In what forum and what order should we make the decisions/have the 

discussions;  
o What are the metrics we should strive for in educational excellence, racial 

equity, retention, etc.  and how can these metrics be evaluated on an 
ongoing, transparent basis? 

 

2.  Ground Rules For Discussion. 
 

Following our last meeting, some parents provided feedback that the discussion made 
them feel like their good faith questions and input on unification issues were being 
perceived as coming from a bad place, and that this criticism made them reluctant to 
engage in dialogue going forward.  While that was undoubtedly not intended, it is 
understandable that parents might have received that message.  It is critical, therefore, 
that we as a Board reiterate that we assume that family questions and comments are in 
good faith.  If Board members perceive that a question or comment reflects implicit bias, 
we must be careful to communicate that as productively and specifically as possible.   

 
3. Facilities 
 



While there seems to be consensus that, at least in the near term, we will need to use 
both existing campuses in order to safely and comfortably house all students, there is 
room for longer range visioning and planning in which a single campus option could be 
considered.   

 
A key, if not primary, consideration in that decision-making is whether there is an 
empirically demonstrated academic advantage to one or more grade configurations 
relative to other grade configurations.  That is, has the K-5, 6-8 configuration that has 
been favored to date delivered better academic outcomes than a K-8 
configuration?  While the research the District has shared on its website is somewhat 
difficult for a lay person to digest, it appears that most prior studies indicated a K-8 
model is superior, at least for middle school students, but a more recent study calls that 
conclusion into question and calls for further study. It would be helpful for professional 
educators to walk both Boards through this research and have a robust discussion about 
its implications. 

 
Along those lines, one reason for favoring two campuses is that it would facilitate smaller 
class sizes. In the existing facilities, that is undoubtedly true.  But is it clear those smaller 
class sizes are going to be economically feasible over the long term?  Also, have we 
engaged in a visioning process as to what is possible if we were to renovate and expand 
one campus to accommodate all students?  This might entail making projections about 
ultimate enrollment size and hypothesizing how one campus or the other might be 
reconfigured to serve all students, but perhaps there is a “sweet spot” where all students 
may be accommodated in a financially sustainable way in relatively small class sizes on 
a single campus.   

 
The second major consideration should be financial.  Do we have the bonding capacity 
to bring both campuses to the state of the art?  Do we then have the financial capacity 
(especially with the increased cost of bringing all faculty and staff to union scale, a 
proposition for which there seems to be broad consensus)?  Should we do pro formas 
for both scenarios (one- and two-campus solutions)?  The FIT group has offered to do 
this analysis, but they need additional information. 
  

4. Governance and School Structure.   
 

Governance and school structure are intertwined.  Governance refers to who will have 
day-to-day responsibility and authority for governing the school, and what the processes 
will be (a) for selecting those people; and (b) that will determine how those people 
discharge their governance responsibility.  “School structure” refers to whether the 
school is traditional, charter or some hybrid of the two.  Governance and structure are 
interrelated in that the processes for selecting a governing board, and for how that board 
discharges its duties, will be different depending on which “structure” we select.  For 
example, traditional governing boards are elected, and independent charter boards are 
appointed.   

 
To date, the discussions around governance have not addressed a critical 
consideration:  retaining (or regaining) the trust and confidence of families in the new 
school’s leadership.  In the private sector, the merger of two long-standing organizations 
(in contrast to an acquisition of one company by another) almost always involves some 
form of leadership sharing, with leaders of both organizations playing decision-making 



roles in the leadership of the new, merged organization.  One big reason for this is 
obvious:  the constituencies of the two organizations presumably have confidence in 
their leaders, and might be less confident in leadership with which they are less 
familiar.  This can lead to dysfunction and/or attrition. 

 
Our circumstance would appear to be a classic example of why it is important for 
leadership in the new organization to represent leadership from both of the old 
organizations, at least in the near term.  Both boards suffer from a trust/confidence gap, 
depending on who you ask. Concerns about this issue have been expressed by the 
WCA community.  Unless we acknowledge and address this issue, we run a seriously 
increased risk of losing the confidence of families -- and therefore the risk that those with 
a choice will opt out of the new school.  As noted above, one of the main metrics for 
success of a merged school is whether we retain (and, one hopes, increase) families 
attending the new school, across the demographic spectrum. As the unprecedented 
decline in enrollment at WCA reflects, the district has been losing ground on this metric. 

 
Yet the current proposal is to have the leadership of just one of the two schools -- 
indeed, the one that is far smaller -- be the sole decision-making authority over the 
merged school.  The leadership that 80% of families have chosen will simply disappear, 
all at once.  This creates both the appearance and perhaps the reality of an acquisition 
rather than a merger.  Why does this make sense and how will it further (or undermine) 
the goal of building family confidence? 

 
The explanation offered is that the legal hurdles to true leadership sharing are just too 
high.  For example, the Unification Update memo states that “the only way to maintain 
an independent board, and not be under the governance of the District board, is for the 
unified school to have an all-charter district.”  It then proceeds to explain why this is not 
feasible.  As explained below, this is not the case -- there are other options for 
leadership sharing apart from the existing District governance structure or an “all charter 
district,” and even the latter would likely be feasible if there were a broad consensus -- 
especially among District leaders -- to pursue it.   

 
a.  Governance And Structure Are Intertwined But Distinct. 
 

Before turning to the other options and feasibility of the all-charter option, it is important 
to reiterate, while governance and school structure are intertwined, they are also 
distinct.  That is, when one says one is not wedded to a charter format, and that one is 
open to a traditional format, that is not the same thing as saying one is not interested in, 
or recognizes the infeasibility of, leadership sharing.  While the challenges to leadership 
sharing may be greater or lesser depending which format is chosen, there is reason to 
believe that leadership sharing can be accomplished in either format, provided there is 
broad consensus -- especially in the District leadership -- that it is an important goal. 

 
Indeed, recognition by the District leadership that a trust gap exists, that overcoming it is 
important, followed by genuine efforts to address it, would go a long way to closing that 
gap. If we have consensus that the goal of retaining and rebuilding family confidence in 
the new school’s leadership is more important than which format is chosen, the choice of 
format (i.e., school structure) should be driven by the greater goal of true leadership 
sharing, at least in the near term. 

 



b. Options Still To Be Considered 
 

Several options set forth in the memo prepared by Young, Minney and Corr still warrant 
consideration as viable paths for joint leadership.  Two of these options are discussed 
below.  While these options include the charter format, the purpose of using that format 
in the short term  is to eliminate or lower many, if not most, of the hurdles to leadership 
sharing identified by the UTF.  If these charter options were selected, the leadership 
could be jointly selected by the leaders of the existing schools, together with a 
commitment to a fully unionized structure.  This format could also be transitional, with 
the final structure being traditional.  

 
  i. Charter All But One Grade Level 
 

The YMC memo describes an option for having a nearly all-charter district, an option 
actually implemented by the New Jerusalem School District:  adopt a charter for all 
grade levels but one.  The advantage of this approach is that it avoids the layers of 
approval required for an entirely charter district (i.e., by the State Superintendent and the 
County Committee) and oversight by the county.  It also avoids the “ambiguity” about 
whether basic aid status would be lost by converting to an “all charter” district.  It would 
still require an inter-district enrollment agreement to allow for a non-charter option at 
each grade level, but there is no particular reason to believe that would be infeasible or 
even difficult.  

 
 ii. Management Agreement  
 
 
Another option described by YMC is for the District to enter into a contract with a charter 
entity to manage the unified school.  As YMC notes, the agreement could be drafted to 
create accountability and provide for meaningful oversight by the District Board.   

 
c. Feasibility of an “All Charter District.” 

 
The hurdles to an all charter district that have been identified are essentially four: (1) the 
bureaucratic process for obtaining and maintaining authorization (i.e., approval by the 
State Superintendent and the County Committee, and ongoing oversight by the County 
Office of Education); (2) the approval of 50% of union teachers; (3) the potential loss of 
basic aid status (i.e. a major decrease in overall available revenues); and (4) the need 
for inter-district enrollment agreements. While real, these hurdles are by no means 
insurmountable. 

 
If we had broad and vocal support for this option throughout the community -- and 
especially in the current District leadership -- it is likely that the State Superintendent and 
the County Committee would act favorably and expeditiously to approve this 
charter.  Continuing oversight by the County rather than a local board might be 
suboptimal, but it is not disabling given the autonomy of an independent board, and 
there could be a legislative workaround over time. The statute requiring approval of 50% 
of teachers does not specify union teachers, but teachers “in the district.”  In any case, 
there is nothing to prevent a charter from having unionized teachers, which would 
presumably improve the prospect of getting 50% of union teachers to vote in favor the 
format.  The potential loss of basic aid is remote based on the relevant language, and 



even the memo by the District’s counsel, which is where the concern arose, 
acknowledges that the California Department of Education does not read the relevant 
statute to have such an effect.  Finally, it is far from clear that a nearby district or districts 
would be unwilling to accept students who opt out of the charter format -- certainly that is 
worth exploring.   

 
The other charter options would offer the same benefits with fewer risks and costs than 
this option, but if this option is preferable for some other reason or reasons, it warrants 
further consideration. 

  
d. The 7-Member District Board Option 

 
So far, expanding the District Board to 7 members, and filling the two new seats with 
members who hold the confidence of the WCA community, appears to be the only option 
suggested that allows true leadership sharing in a traditional format.  This option 
appears to have been dismissed on essentially two grounds:  (a) it will take too long; and 
(b) the appointments to the two new seats cannot be pre-determined.  Both of these 
barriers are real but, again, are probably not insurmountable if there is a genuine 
commitment on both Boards to close the trust gap through true leadership sharing.   

 
It is true that it is impossible to implement this option by January, and unlikely to be 
implemented even by Fall 2021.  But if unification before this option can be implemented 
is an overriding goal, and a traditional format is the consensus choice for the final format 
of the unified school, the obvious solution is to use one of the charter options in a 
transitional role during the interim. We should not -- and, in my view, do not --  have to 
choose between rapid unification and leadership that commands the confidence of the 
community. 

 
As for the objection that appointments cannot be pre-determined, the solution is for the 
existing District leadership to commit to the proposition that a primary, or even 
paramount, criterion it will use to select candidates for appointment to the new seats will 
be the candidates’ demonstrated ability to command the trust of the WCA 
community.  Setting forth key criteria in advance of making a selection is transparency, 
not a drawback.  Again, the quick dismissal of this leadership sharing option erodes 
confidence in the process.  

 
5. Personnel. 
 

It became clear at the last Joint Study Session that, while there appears to be a tentative 
commitment to provide WCA teachers, after converting to a unionized system, with 
credit for years of service at WCA for purposes of salary and benefits, but not 
necessarily for purposes of layoffs.  This Board should send a clear message that a 
condition for the surrender of our charter is a fully finalized collective bargaining 
agreement that commits to equal treatment of WCA teachers on this and all other 
issues.  An alternative to this approach, but which may be more difficult, is to settle on a 
plan now, before unification, for which positions will be eliminated as a result of 
unification. 

 
6. Budget. 
 



The budget analysis done so far has been very general, without long-term sustainability 
analysis.  One of the reasons supporting unification is that it should provide opportunities 
to improve economic efficiencies by eliminating some duplication, which we hope will 
offset, at least in material part, the increased cost of bringing all teachers and staff to 
union scale salaries and benefits.  As we’ve seen in the spreadsheets shared to date, 
we still have a very significant shortfall.  

 
One financial lever that has been emphasized is class size.  To the extent smaller 
classes are academically desirable, we will need to balance that against the reality that 
smaller classes are also more expensive.  Whatever target we set for class size, we 
need to do some modeling to determine if it is sustainable over the long term. 

 
This is also an opportunity to engage in dialogue on whether we are striking the right 
balance in terms of spending inside and outside the classroom.  One of WCA’s main 
criticisms of the District budget is that it overspends on overhead and outside 
consultants.  This process should provide an opportunity to review those issues. 

 
The FIT Group that was assembled in the early unification Town Halls did an excellent 
job of analyzing past finances in the District and at WCA.  They should be tasked with 
doing this analysis as well.  WCA should insist that a sustainable, equitable financial 
model be developed as a condition of dissolving our charter. 

 
 


